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Rev. Dr. C. Welton Gaddy
Exodus 33:17-23; 1 Corinthians 13:12; Revelation 22:3-4
Tell me how you see God and I will tell you how you see life.  Tell me your vision of God and, in large measure, you will reveal your views on personal maturity, raising children, structuring a family, helping the poor, participating in government, spending money, and, yes, even on voting.  Each individual’s view of God impacts significantly every dimension of that individual’s life.  
Since January 9th, indeed, throughout this season of Epiphany, my sermons here have focused on the nature of God—the substance of the Christmas revelation, the meaning of the presentation of Christ to all people.  Naturally, I have used metaphors to speak about God because that is the only way we can speak about God.  No one of us, here or anywhere else, has seen God.
In the lectionary readings for today, Isaiah, Jesus, and Matthew speak of God as a liberator.  The Hebrew prophet Amos describes God as a judge committed to justice.  The apostle Paul sees God as a reconciler and unifier.  These are their metaphors related to the nature of God.  What are your metaphors?  How do you see God?  
During Epiphany this year, in addition to reading the Bible, I have been reading the works of a cognitive scientist and linguist named George Lakoff, a man whom I came to know a few years ago, a scholar who understands the power of images and of language, and a student of our society who finds within our nation two competing images of how we govern our lives—our churches, our government, our families, our businesses.  George Lakoff’s work on these powerful images has a direct application to our consideration of the image of God that each of us finds most meaningful.  The image of God that is most dominant for each of us shapes our views on everything from economics to education, from politics to religion.  
STRICT FATHER
            The first of the two most popular images of God in American society is that of a strict father—God is like a strict father.  People holding this image of the Holy One declare that God is all powerful, the sole authority in matters of morality.  The strict father God prefers a hierarchical society.  He equates good people with successful people and rewards them with power while leaving weak unrighteous people, meaning the failures in society.
(By the way, my use of masculine nouns and pronouns for God in this section of today’s sermon is deliberate.  For those who hold the strict father image of God, it is important that God be masculine.)    
Like a strict father, God sets down absolute commandments for his children.  When we, the children, break God’s commandments, God hurts us.  Negotiations are not in order.  God tolerates no questions or disagreements.  God wants only strict obedience.  
Not surprisingly, then, God is only interested in our indoctrination, not our education.  We have no reason to think for ourselves.  God wants us to believe only what we are told to believe and to do what we are commanded to do.  
People who see God as a strict father tend to see the man in a family as the head of the family—a sort of prototype for God—the moral authority in the family who rewards obedience and punishes disobedience.  The father and all who believe as the father believes see the world as dangerous, a trait that never will change because of the prevalence of evil people in the world.  Those who hold this image of God posit that children are born bad and have to be made to be good.  That heavy responsibility falls on the father who is expected to teach his children absolutes—there is always only one right way amid other ways all of which are wrong.  
If, God forbid, a child chooses the wrong way, the father has an obligation to hurt the child physically.  This is how God handles his children.  If a disobedient child is not made to hurt as a consequence of making a wrong choice, that child never will learn to do right.
The strict father—divine and human—teaches his children that life in the world is filled with fear and uncertainty and that success can be achieved only through a disciplined pursuit of self-interests.  Take care of your self and do right, children are told.  Should a questioning child want to know who is good, the father points the child toward those who are successful.  Morality and prosperity are inextricably linked together.  Successful people would not be successful apart from God and God would not allow them to be successful were they not good people. 
(By the way, Adam Smith applied this image and line of reasoning to the realm of economics and taught that everybody profits most when individuals look out first for themselves and each one pursues his or her own profit.)  
The strict father explains to his children that people who do not pursue their own interests and, instead, try to look out for the interests of others never should be emulated.  He describes such people using pejoratively the term “do-gooders.”
            The strict father understands moral goodness only in terms of unwavering obedience.  A bad child is a child who cannot take care of herself, a child who becomes dependent on others.  Dependent people are bad people—they are undisciplined, they do not work for themselves, they could do better if they tried.  Dependent people are immoral people who deserve not help but hurt.  
The moral formula of the strict father and his family is simple: reward the good—meaning the prosperous—and punish the bad—meaning the poor, those who are dependent others.  This personal understanding of morality finds expression in society through opposition to welfare and every other governmental or societal program that offers helps to people who ought to be able to help themselves.
            Almost invariably, people who see God in terms of a strict father assign the same identity to the nation (the nation is the prototype of God in the world like the father is the prototype of God in a family).  The national mentality that evolves from this image is rigid.  We are right.  We should cooperate with other nations who agree with us, but those who disagree with us are wrong and do not merit our favor.  As moral superiors, we have a right and a responsibility to tell others what to do.  If they fail to do what we tell them, we should hurt them.  Developing nations, like dependent individuals, should be treated as bad children.  Only the prosperous, the successful, merit our assistance.
            Whether considered individually, corporately, or nationally from within the mindset of all who see God as a strict father, good and evil are locked in a vicious battle.  Winning that battle is so important that everything done in the cause of winning is fair.  Even immoral tactics can be used to assure the triumph of good over evil as we define those terms.
            You may have noticed that, up until this moment, I have not mentioned the word love.  That is not an oversight.  In the strict father image of God, the only love of value is tough love.  
Well known family therapist and political activist James Dobson embraces the strict father image of God and exemplifies its ideology as he writes and speaks on parenting.  Hug your child only after the child has done right, Dobson advises.  Conversely, Dobson tells parents to hurt a child who does wrong, a child who goes against the advice of the father.  Never, Dobson urges, never hug a child after the child has done wrong.  It sends the wrong message.  If you want a child to become good, hurt the errant child first and then hug the child. 
            That is the mindset inherent in the view of God as a strict father.  And, that is the characteristic behavior of people who view God in such a manner.
            But, there is another image of God. 
NURTURING PARENTS
            The second popular image of God in this nation is that of God as nurturing parents. Those who hold this view of God also consider God as the ultimate moral authority.  From this point of view, though, God’s morality is one that favors an egalitarian society not a hierarchy—a society in which all people are considered equal in dignity and worth.  God is love, and the God who is love teaches people to act lovingly.  Acting lovingly means doing justice, showing kindness, practicing mercy, and living humbly—principles elaborated articulately by Rev. Gregg in this pulpit last Sunday.  
In response to disobedience, the nurturing God demonstrates mercy, the quality in life that God invites all people to embrace.  To be sure, God values responsibility—the responsibility of nurture.  Nurturing children in the way they should go, however, involves mercy and humility, not hurt and humiliation.
            People who view God as nurturing parents also view the family as a microcosm of community.  However, from the perspective of this view of God, leadership in the family even as in the broader community is leadership shared without reference to gender.  Parents—male and female—teach their children that the world can be very evil, but that it does not have to be that way.  Desirous that their children grow into mature adulthood learning to think and believe for themselves, nurturing parents value education and teach their children how to think rather than tell them precisely what to think. 
            When a child disobeys nurturing parents, the parents respond with a discipline not primarily intended to inflict hurt on the child, but to incite moral development in the child.
            Empathy and responsibility are core ingredients of sound nurture.  Parents take responsibility for seeing that their child learns to take care of herself so that she, in turn, can exercise her responsibility to take care of others.  The fundamental values of a responsible, empathetic person are freedom (for fulfillment, opportunity, and prosperity), fairness, and communication as a two-way process.  Nurturing parents model these values as well as teach them, encouraging their children to listen even to people who disagree with them in order to search for common ground with these persons rather than to lecture, condemn, or seek to hurt those who disagree with them.
            Like those who see God as a strict father, those who see God as nurturing parents also relate their image of the divine to their understanding of the nature of government and the role of their nation in the world.  They commend to national leaders the very same values that they consider most important for healthy children—freedom, openness, two-way communication, and care.  Thus, a good government—as nurturers see it—like a good person, reaches out to people in need—the troubled and the poor—considering such people not evil because they are dependent but individuals worthy of the nurture of welfare—a social or institutional expression of personal love.  They offer advocacy for the idea that hurting people—whether troubled individuals or developing nations—need help not more hurt.
            Whereas love was the last word to be mentioned in speaking of God as the strict father, love is the first word to be mentioned when speaking of God as nurturing parents.  Divine love is for everyone. People who do wrong will hurt enough from doing wrong; it is inevitable.  They do not need us to hurt them more.   Nurturing people help hurting people so that they will understand the true nature of God and learn to love God and all of God’s creation.
 
            Interestingly, every one of us likely holds some part or parts of each of these two views of God.  However, the most dominant image of God for each of us—the strict father or the nurturing parents—shapes our decisions about the nature of the world, the training of children, and the morality of issues such as charity, tax cuts, and public education.
            As you can see, one image stresses individuality and the other gives priority to community.  One image uses fear to guarantee obedience while the other maximizes the power of trust and love.
            Both of these influential images of God have been a part of our nation since its inception—the Quakers were the nurturers, the Puritans were the strict enforcers.  Both of these influential images of God are present in contemporary Christianity.  Indeed, much of the conflict and controversy among Christian churches today have their source in these competing and often conflicting images of God.
 
            So, on this last Sunday in the season of Epiphany, I must ask how you see God.  What has the revelation of God through Jesus taught us about how to answer that question?  
All of us desire obedience to moral standards.  But we disagree on how the obedience should happen.  Some say people will be good only as a result of the threat of punishment from a strict father who demands compliance with the letter of the law while others argue that true goodness comes through the loving nurture of parents who enable their children to see and embrace the spirit of the law.  
And, what about the importance of people pursuing their own self-interests?  Jesus spoke of denouncing selfishness as the first step in Christian discipleship and praised selflessness as the greatest expression of true love.  The man from Nazareth reversed the classic equation of success with prosperity—“Blessed are the poor,” Jesus said repeatedly—and warned that God’s ultimate judgment on all of us stems from how we helped, not hurt, the weakest and the poorest among us, whether the measurement of weakness and poverty is physical or spiritual.  In other words, Jesus defined the quality of our relationship with God in terms of our capacity for a nurturing, compassionate, merciful relationship with other people.
            As for the role of hurt in interpersonal relationships, Jesus repeatedly took suffering upon himself rather than allow other persons to suffer needlessly.  Even in response to those who opposed him, Jesus preferred to take on suffering rather than to inflict suffering.
 
            How do you see God?  Epiphany is the season in which we are challenged to get the answer to that question right—seeing God as God has willed to be seen in the person of Jesus.  To get our vision of God right is to know the sheer joy of being loved beyond measure and loving others with equal fervor. To allow our vision of God to go wrong, however, is to elevate our personal expectations and preferences for God over God’s historical revelation of the divine nature.  
How serious is that?  Look at the calendar.
            This coming Wednesday is Ash Wednesday, the beginning of the Christian season of Lent that leads inexorably into Holy Week—a time in which we see with stark clarity the raw tragedy of misunderstanding God.  Embracing an erroneous vision of God allows even well-intentioned people to shape a world in which innocent individuals suffer needlessly, hurting persons are hurt more and helped little, if at all, and devotees of religion become so preoccupied with the wrong values that, in the name of God, they seek to push God out of their lives and away from the world.
            How we see God is such an important matter.  How we see God determines whether our spiritual pilgrimage is one of fear or love, hope or uncertainty, mercy or retribution, community or individuality.  How we see God determines whether we obey God to avoid threats or to demonstrate love.  How we see God determines whether we want a world and a life with the caring God at the center or a world and a life in which only we count and nothing matters more than our own success.   
So, now, having been bathed in the bright, redeeming light of Epiphany, I encourage you to ask once more and to answer honestly how you see God.  All that matters in life is at stake in the answer that we give to that question.
My prayer is that we will see God enlightened and informed by the person of Jesus in whom resided as much of God as ever can be resident in one person.  All of the light of Epiphany shines on and through Jesus so that we can see him clearly and fully and, thus, understand and love God, and ultimately, in that light, decide personally not only to worship God but, alongside our brother Jesus and the rest of the members of God’s family, decide to serve God. Amen.     
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, sometimes it is difficult for us to see almost anything beyond what is immediately ahead of us.  So, we do not even think about how we see you.  Sadly, we may not even think of you. 
We would like for you to understand this dilemma.  After all, bills are due and some of the due dates are printed in red, phone calls must be made, an appointment with a doctor looms large in our plans, and we have a thousand and one interests to which we must attend.  It is not that we do not care for you, but so much clutter must be cleared away before we feel we can get to you.  We would like for you to understand.  But for you to understand would be to suggest that all of this makes sense, that it is alright to think that we can go it alone day in and day out.  So, really, we do not want you to understand us, only to be patient with us.
O God, if not tomorrow or at some other time in a crowded future, then now; during these next few moments together, please give us clarity of thought, lightness in emotions, and sensitivity sufficient to examine ourselves thoroughly and, at least, to catch a glimpse of how we see you.  Even more importantly, God, give us some idea of how we may live intimately with you.
The eyes of our souls are wide open, God.  We wait for the light and the truth that accompany every vision of you.  Amen.
 


